A white right hand
Pervasive interactivity between people and computers is fast becoming the zeitgeist and even the rallying cry of our age. Specific sequences of interactivity engage users across the globe in many types of highly repetitive extranoematic activities -finger-clicking on a mouse, full bodily gesturing with Kinect, stylus and finger tapping on tablets and touch-screens, foot-stepping on sensors and swiping with RFID cards. Central to the most conventional screen-based interactivity is the now classic pointing-finger hand icon that appears on desktop and laptop screens to signal the presence of a hyperlink. In my view the very normalcy of this icon calls for a closer scrutiny of its palpable yet relatively unnoticed contribution to the semiotics of mouse interactivity.
The physical delineation of the pointing-finger hand is familiar in the sequence of rollover and click when using a mouse. This anchorage in people"s everyday computer usage is what makes any meanings associated with the hand so interesting and important. As the adage inveighs: "question everything"
(attributed to Euripides and Marx amongst others) and nothing seems more questionable than a humble piece of graphical art that alerts people to commence a literally unforeseeable and unseen series of events performed in real-time by complex technologies both infinitesimal and planetary. Software may shimmer on our screens and yet we are bidden by the vision of a small white hand to enter the realm of the electronic. It is a vision neatly framed for us in the conception of McLuhan"s rear-view mirror (McLuhan and Fiore, 1967) -and how he would have mocked this particularity of our retro-future.
According to Jakob Nielsen"s usability components the precise physical appearance of the hand must surely attract high ratings. Nielsen"s concerns famously require an alignment of function with appearance (2003) . The hand is immediately identifiable as such and is clearly the same part of the human anatomy required for clicking a mouse. Based on a design by the legendary Susan Kare i who developed most of the iconography for Apple"s hypercard system, the hand is white with black outline, it sports four fingers and a thumb, its index finger is outstretched with the three others bent at the main knuckle. It is about 3.5mm high and wide, small, unobtrusive and yet perfectly formed. Whilst this description is more or less common to both the Microsoft and Apple versions of the hand, in Apple"s icon the hand additionally sports three black lines in the centre -tendons perhaps.
There is more denotative detail to consider. The icon is evidently a right hand. This is deduced from the fact that we are viewing it from the front with the palm behind and invisible -otherwise fingers bent inwards would be seen, and there would be no logic in adding tendon-like markings. And so the hand"s usability credentials rest on the depiction of a right hand with its index finger on the point of clicking a mouse. This is not only a close intuitive relation with, but also an indexical connotation of the activity to be undertaken. Such attributes, resonating as they do with hand metaphors buried in the English language, make for an unusually efficacious icon that draws little attention to itself. Jakob Nielsen (2003) is always ready to congratulate what appears evident to people as regards design on the net. What works is good and inconspicuous. In this sense the hand works.
The perceived position of the hand is important. For the most part people using a mouse do so on a flat surface with their hand horizontal. However they view the pointing-finger hand icon on the near-vertical surface of their laptop or desktop computer screen. The icon"s spatial ambiguity is interesting precisely because people probably never think about it -even though embracing both the horizontal and vertical involves a continuous 90 flip. I would suggest two reasons for the ease of this dual configuration: one is that people may have a predisposition to allow screen-based icons some poetic license; and two that the hand can function equally effectively as a straight-forward pointing-finger hand, in other words not one that is cradling a mouse ready to click, but one at any angle that points as part of a command or invitation, recognized in most parts of the world, for the viewer/user/receiving person to respond. This insight sets the icon more firmly in a wider system of semiosis and starts to beg much bigger questions. (Epstein, 2006) . Mickey and Minnie Mouse have secured the most remarkable longevity and are instantly recognizable by children of all races in 2011. As such it can be said that they form a norm of western cultural experience, and one that is entrenched in most western people"s childhoods.
As regards the wider world it seems that Mickey"s fate is closely allied with that of the USA itself. Nobody would dispute the super-power status of the USA in the mid to late 20 th century. Unlike other super-powers of the same era, the military prowess of the USA has been outstripped by the impact of its cultural industries Recognition of Mickey Mouse"s basis in racist characterization serves to make it all the more remarkable that Apple"s tiny white-gloved icon echoing this racist heritage has not become infamous. African-American scholar Brandi Wilkins
Catanese of Berkeley writes about how "the physical and intellectual labors required to produce virtuality are enacted by individuals who are acculturated products of the racialized society in which they live," (Catanese, 2005:4) an observation that surely confirms the racial importance of the white gloved hand.
Its wide unchallenged acceptance seems to be a simple triumph, in Roland
Barthes"s terms (2000 [1993] ), of a myth made to seem natural.
Just as the hand icon shares the foundational history of Mickey and Minnie
Mouse so too we can suppose it shares whatever contemporary view pertains of the Mouse couple"s representation. A level of political and cultural complexity abounds here perhaps best personified by Michael Jackson"s adoption of a single white glove in the 1983 television performance of his song Billie JeanEvan Roth"s art work ii on Rhizome provides an interesting meditation on this.
Many people on the web acknowledge the hand icon"s debt to the Disney characters; the Apple hand icon is sometimes referred to "Mickey"s hand", and a number of products promote the three darts splashed with confident minimalism across the surface of bespoke computer mice. Indeed so naturalized are the Disney characters that they seem no longer to be taken as flagrant signs of racism in popular culture in the way that for example golliwogs are in the UK.
However the historical context of Disney"s introduction of Mickey Mouse as a blackface minstrel in the 1920s is part of the hand icon"s ideological legacy; the hand"s apparent innocence is compromised but only to the extent that Mickey
Mouse"s innocence remains compromised over 83 years after his first appearance.
A number of theories concerning human to computer interactivity help us account for how the hand icon"s ideological roots have not been widely discerned. Take first the work of Jay David Bolter and Diane Gromala who write about the transparency and reflectivity of digital representation on all forms of digital display, especially screens (2003). Transparency is described as a kind of window onto the system whereby whatever the user requires (a data search, a calculation, a purchase, some form of navigation), the actual functioning of the system is concealed by simple visual aides providing just enough information for the user to understand how to interact effectively -thus deflecting attention away from the system itself what with its mind-boggling complexity and potential for malfunctioning. Reflectivity refers to a more self-conscious mode whereby the user"s attention is deliberately drawn to the oddity and particularity of digital technology often in order to celebrate its unique capacities for expressiveness.
Interestingly, in these terms the pointing-finger icon can be discussed as both transparent and reflective.
Discerning the illusion of transparency in modern computing, Bolter and Gromala refer to the tricks of a magician"s trade:
The task of the GUI [graphical user interface] is to convince the user that the computer is her desktop. To convince her, the interface must function like a smoothly running magic trick, where all the elements of the magician's hands, voice, and physical props conspire to distract the viewer from what is really happening. The interface must function smoothly, regularly, and with a seeming predictability. (Bolter and Gromala, 2003:43-44) The smooth running transparency of the GUI is seen as illusory because beneath the reassuring graphics on screen lurk indescribably opaque computations.
Perhaps it is no accident that the magician"s dress code, harking back to amongst others the French magician Jean-Eugène Robert-Houdin who in 1845 wore evening dress to present his act (California Science Center, n.d.). Hence the appearance on the GUI of a white-gloved hand at the moment when electronic circuitry and software perform an unimaginable series of processes, re-inscribes the classic illusionism of stage magic. At the one and the same time the white-gloved hand (whether icon or garb of the magician) is both extremely expressive, and a form of trickery that renders real underlying events invisible.
The white hand"s association with visibility and invisibility thus continues an already established acceptance of their co-existence.
Reasons why the white hand can achieve invisibility, or be simply unnoticeable, take us to the fundamentals of human existence. The tactility and sensitivity of hands give them a primary importance to the interaction of human beings with the physical world. Many parents observe that babies point their fingers to indicate objects at an early stage of development. Anthropologists and cognitive psychologists debate whether index finger pointing is hard-wired into human physiology and so entailing a precise universal meaning in all human cultures.
David Wilkins, a cognitive psychologist working in northern California is keen to establish the basis of index finger pointing in the specific semiotic systems of individual cultures. His point is not to deny the universality of the gesture but to locate its nuanced meanings and particular configurations (angle of hand, body posture, movement of hand, typical contexts, possible interpretations) in sociocultural terms. Using data from speakers of Arrernte, a central Australian PamaNyungan language, his conclusion is clear: index finger pointing is indeed subject "to some degree of social and semiotic shaping that must be socially transmitted" (Wilkins, 2003: 80) .
This insight comes with a further implication for the role of finger pointing in wider semiosis. Once it is accepted that the physical gesture is determined by social context then its nature as a sign yields more complexity. Not only is it indexical (in the Peircian sense) i.e. the hand is standing in for whatever it is pointing at, but it is also iconic, i.e. it has the physical orientation of a directive probe largely because in that position it looks like one. These semiotic functions lend the hand gesture to absorption within written and spoken language (Chandler, 2009 ).
Consider the very words "digital" and "index" which have often been used in this article. Many words, turns of phrase and idioms in English are based on hand signs, for example we refer to: "pointing out" a problem, "handling" a difficult child, "drumming" sense into someone, "indicating" a problem, "fingering" an issue, "fumbling" towards the truth, and so on. The use of these metaphors to encapsulate our more abstract apprehensions serves to separate them from their origin in bodily referents, thus recommending the hand as an icon in the computer age with an effective yet seemingly invisible cognitive association. Necessarily the user negotiates the text"s topological structure, surveying and choosing, often over and over again. In the vast global cybertext that is the web, users" extranoematic struggle to locate the best or most suitable product, or to reach a higher level in a game, or to research a topic of interest, is considerable. This passing between human subjectivity and objective function is also echoed by Marie-Laure Ryan whose work concerns the involvement of users in digital narratives; Ryan sets out two pairs of binary opposites that she uses to discuss the interaction between users and different types of computer games (2001:7).
These binary opposites equally apply to other cybertexts -the two pairs are "ontological/exploratory" and "internal/external". As regards ontological and exploratory she contrasts an ability to change the terms of the game with the experience of operating within the terms of the game. For internal, as opposed to external, we can read a first-person involvement leading to felt consequences rather than the greater detachment of a third-person perspective.
It is a telling virtue of the hand icon that it can work successfully in all combinations of these pairings. An interesting question to ask of the icon is:
whose hand is it? Its interpellation clearly invites users to identify with it in the first-person mode. Central to the hand"s efficacy is people"s recognition of it as their own hand; the icon is after all an indexical sign convincing users of an active synchronicity with her, or his, own hand movement. And yet considerable evidence calls this identification into question. After all most people in the world are not Caucasian and do not possess skin described as "white"; moreover 12
per cent of people are left-handed, and hence do not primarily use their right hand to interact with computers. In apparently overcoming these odds against its authority as a sign, the hand, along with its ideological baggage, can be placed squarely in Ryan"s internal category.
Of course the pointing-finger icon primarily highlights the location of a hyperlink.
This conforms to the third-person mode of Ryan"s external category. If the hand is to be followed by the user, it must appear before the action it urges is made.
Any effective alert must originate from outside human consciousness because it requires something to be done that otherwise may not be cognitively self-evident.
In this sense the icon belongs to the text being explored (rather than even in an illusory sense being seen as part of the user). It is a textual emanation representing helpfulness and authority necessarily outside a user"s own sense of self. Hence we can see that the hand icon operates seamlessly in both of Ryan"s internal and external categories. Such duality enables us to appreciate how the hand icon feels appropriate whether the user enjoys a heightened subjectivity when altering rules of engagement within a cybertext (ontological), or is simply exploring a terrain mapped out by a cybertext (exploratory). The crucial point is that what feels appropriate can go unnoticed.
My exploration of the pointing-finger icon is one that intends to indicate the rich seam of meaning hidden in a graphic that has been little examined. The hand"s very concealment of its ideological and semantic resonances has prompted a consideration of various theories that provide insight into how such a potent sign arises from previously accepted norms that render its presence unremarkable.
The ancestry of hand-signing in human cultures; the graphical hand"s almost imperceptible flipping between the transparent and reflective (as defined by
Bolter and Gromala), its various semiotic modes segueing effortlessly amongst
Ryan"s binary pairings, and its particular role in making manifest the minutia of the mouse signs identified by Peacock; all shine light on how we have collectively taken the hand for granted whilst managing to ignore some of its less palatable ideological associations.
It is Peacock"s work that nudges us closer to recognizing the cultural agency (of whatever degree of deliberation) involved in the delineation of the hand as a sign;
he writes about the signing of the cognitive process in the specific mouse conventions so familiar to us, stating that "this need not be so " (2004:8) , meaning that the cognitive processes of interactivity could be signed differently. It is the choice of a hand icon, and particularly of Apple"s icon that looks like Mickey
Mouse"s hand, from a vast range of other possibilities that surely confirms the right white hand as a culturally and ideologically charged sign deserving of our full attention.
